the cholesterol in a high-risk group of patients brought about a fall in the incidence of coronary artery disease; total mortality was either increased or unchanged. Numerous reasons have been put forward for these negative results, but perhaps the most persuasive is that the trials were undertaken for too short a period of time and initiated in too old a population when disease was already established. An alternative possibility is that the scientific ideas upon which the trials were based are in error. For example, it may be that certain types of fat, yet to be clearly identified, and certain particular abnormalities of lipid metabolism favour the progression of coronary artery disease.
This long book reports the proceedings of a workshop held in the United States of America in August 1983. A number of population studies are discussed including the Tecumseh Study, the Denver Heart Study and the Framingham Heart Study. The main thrust of the meeting was to determine whether there were genetic components of coronary artery disease which could be identified and which might thereby lead to advice to individual patients. It is well known that the male sex and a poor family history are powerful predictors of the future occurrence of events related to coronary artery disease and that these genetic factors are more powerful than the so-called risk factors of hypertension, smoking and abnormal lipid or carbohydrate metabolism. The book contains many short articles which are extensively referenced. Many will be almost incomprehensible to the uninformed reader without a considerable background in genetic jargon and mathematics. The book would have been greatly improved by a ten-page introduction and conclusion stating the problem and summarizing the results in clearer terms. Perhaps the most exciting aspect of the book is not whether further mathematical manipulation will lead to a more detailed statement of what is already known about the occurrence in families of coronary artery disease but the possibility that with modern techniques of molecular biology it may be possible to identify genes which are associated with a high incidence of coronary artery disease. It might then be possible to identify those patients at risk and concentrate on treatment of that group of patients rather than on advice to the entire community.
This book is a reference book which is aimed more at the expert with a knowledge of genetics than at the clinician. At the end it is said that the problems of coronary artery disease will be resolved by collaboration between epidemiologists, geneticists, scientists and clinicians. An opportunity was perhaps missed in this book in that little attempt has been made to bridge the gaps that do exist between these different specialists. Increasingly the traditional demarcations of the biological sciences are disappearing, together with the distinctive technologies which have sustained them. Biologists need to understand and use techniques derived from other sciences, including physics and chemistry, and in all of these the rate of change is accelerating. The need for a simple
